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Abstract 
The author describes the situation of 
displaced and refugee Sri Lankan Tamil 
women in camps in India. Gender, eth- 
nicity, class status, religion, social roles 
and security of the person are central to 
this analysis of women's experiences of 
war as contrasted with the situation of 
men. The sign.$cance of clashing cul- 
tures and divergent social norms to the 
everyday lives of these women is high- 
lighted. The plight of these women is 
linked to refugee policy and interna- 
tional conventions that are not salient 
to the actual lived experience in the 
camps, and some directions for change 
are indicated. 
L'auteure dicrit la situation des r e -  
giies tamoules du Sri Lanka dans les 
camps indiens. Cette analyse compare le 
vicu des fmmes dans un contexte de 
guerre d celui des hommes, en s'atta- 
chant particuli2rement aux questions 
de sexe, d'ethniciti, de classe, de reli- 
gion, de r6les sociaux et de dcuriti per- 
sonnelle. L'impact des divergences 
culturelles et socio-nomtives sur le 
quotidien y est soulignk. La situation 
critique de ces fmmes est imputie aux 
politiques et conventions internationa- 
les sur les r@gii(e)s qui ne tiennent 
aucunement compte de la rialiti des la 
vie dans les camps. L'auteure sugg2re 
des changements. 
Women and children form the major- 
ity of refugee populations anywhere. 
In India, this dyad of Sri Lankan refu- 
gees conforms to the pattern. To exam- 
ine the Sri Lankan refugee women's 
status in India, a valuable starting 
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point is by looking at the refugee wom- 
en's place in the existing power struc- 
tures. Research on women's studies 
has noted two aspects of women refu- 
gees. They are at the same time vulner- 
able and indomitable. Uprooted by 
conflict they are the most affected refu- 
gee group. Women, whether raped, 
secluded, unable to feed their children, 
or abducted, are victims of war and 
suffer physically, psychologically, and 
spiritually. Stripped of material pos- 
sessions, dignity and self-esteem, they 
bring with them into exile the trauma 
of sexual violation, of helplessly 
watching their children die, or of being 
continually stalked by violence 
(Mayotte 1992,146-50). Though vul- 
nerable in some ways, they are also 
seen as the backbone of the refugee 
community, as Judy Mayotte herself 
ascertains: "they are the ones who 
must reestablish the family in exile, so 
too will they be the ones to recreate the 
familial environment on return to the 
homeland" (ibid., 189). Researchers 
have noted that women play a more 
active role in exile than men. Univer- 
sally, refugee women are responsible 
for domestic work, have to cope with 
changed family structures as heads of 
family households and also maintain 
their traditional culture leaving men 
with passive roles (Forbes 1991,8-9). 
The Sri Lankan refugee women's role 
is studied keeping this in view and es- 
pecially their socioeconomic, political 
and cultural environment in Sri Lanka 
and refuge in an ethnically similar re- 
gion in India. 
Tamil Women in Sri Lanka 
Women in Sri Lanka, as in other parts 
of the world, have tried to break barri- 
ers put up by society which place them 
at the bottom of the power structure. 
Their position in an independent Sri 
Lanka remains virtually unchanged. 
They have been shackled by cultural 
morals and traditional values 
(Wickrematunge 1995, 12). Though 
they were the first group to be granted 
adult suffrage in Asia, their lives were 
constrained by political and social dis- 
crimination. 
This study provides an insight into 
the social construction of refugee 
womenbefore coming to India. Family 
remains the primary unit of the Tamil 
social system. This family, as in most 
traditional societies, is an "extended 
family." The society despite a matriar- 
chal form is patriarchal in character. 
Tamil women, who came to India as 
part of the above streams of refugees, 
have been like most women, world- 
wide, victims of social oppression. The 
Sri Lankan Tamil had also to face eth- 
nic discrimination as well as oppres- 
sion by caste and class structures. 
Among the Sri Lankan Tamils the 
lower castes, for instance were not al- 
lowed to interact with the higher castes 
(Dias 1979,9). This socioreligious fea- 
ture found continuity across the straits 
in Tamil Nadu. 
Despite caste restrictions, Sri 
Lankan law gave equality to its 
women. Legal protection to the Tamil 
Hindu women is provided by 
Thesavalami or "Customs of the Land 
law of the Tamils. It is a collection of 
customs of Jaffna Tamils made under 
the Dutch Governor, General Simons, 
in 1706-1707. The codification was 
carried out later and approved by the 
native chiefs. The British included 
it as law under Regulation 1806 
(Goody and Tambiah 1973, 111-13). 
Thesavalami refers to three types of 
property ownership, that given as 
dowry to the daughter by the parents 
(chidam), property inherited by male 
members from parents (muthusam), 
and property acquired by the married 
couple (thedathaddam). Thesavalami 
stipulates that chidam or hereditary 
property bought by the wife was to be 
transferred to her daughters alone at 
marriage as their dowry (Goody and 
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Tambiah 1973, 112-13). Thesavalami 
today has lost its traditional character- 
istics. Grossholtz argues that, in its 
pursuit of creating capitalist and 
colonialist structures to establish pri- 
vate ownership of property and accu- 
mulation of capital, the colonial 
governments gradually replaced tra- 
ditional norms. The government took 
away land to which ownership had not 
been firmly established. By this act 
over the years 1901-1921,50 percent of 
women landowners lost their paddy 
fields (Grossholtz 1984, 115). Conse- 
quently, they lost their social equality. 
Today, land constitutes a part of the 
dowry and is settled in the name of the 
woman though she has no right to sell 
it without her husband's consent as 
long as she is married. 
Compared to the Tamilian in India, 
a Sri Lankan Tamil is governed by 
more liberal rights. The Indian Tamil 
woman has no right over land and land 
is not part of her dowry. Goody and 
Tambiah see the Sri Lankan system 
both as variants of the classical Indian 
model and a systemic transformation 
of that model. It was progressive in its 
attitude to women's rights and the 
important constraints that entered 
the legal system are traceable to 
English law or Roman-Dutch law 
(Goonesekera 1990, 154). The Tamil 
Muslims are guided by Islamic law. 
It is purely patriarchal where a 
woman has no right over property 
(ibid., 1990). 
The socially-oppressed Tamil 
woman refugee is the product of a so- 
ciopolitical revolution which has not 
been paid much attention. The social 
status of the women related to their 
political role and its impact on refugees 
is clearly the least researched area. 
Women do play an important role in 
freedom and peace movements (Heng 
1997, Vickers 1993, Yuval-Davis 1989, 
Jayawardena 1986) though their 
situations very rarely change after the 
revolutions are over (Einhorn 1993, 
Sharara 1983, Rady 1994, Diamond 
1996). In the Sri Lankan case, 
Jayawardena argues that the women's 
movement did not take off because the 
Sri Lankan women had no atrocities to 
fight against (Jayawardena 1986,136). 
Insurgent movements in developing 
countries, make use of the issue of so- 
cial oppression to recruit women to 
their revolutionary causes. This was 
also the case in Sri Lanka. Many of 
these women joined militancy move- 
ments to fight for a national cause, as 
well as to get away from social oppres- 
sion. This strategy provided them with 
a short cut to emancipation. There are 
many who joined these causes due to 
human rights abuse, primarily sexual, 
by state forces while fighting mili- 
tancy. The refugee women from many 
conflict areas who have joined revolu- 
tionary movements are the products of 
such rationality, which has political 
implications for both the host and 
sending countries. 
The persecution of women has ena- 
bled insurgents to draw them into 
revolutionary movements. Encourag- 
ing women's participation in the strug- 
gle for freedom relates it to bringing in 
radical changes in their lives. Con- 
sciousness of women is considered as 
vital to their "social emancipation." 
The Sri Lankan Tamil women's partici- 
pation in the political struggle as the 
Liberation Tigers of Tamil Eelam 
(LTTE) "provides a springboard from 
which women can organize, idenhfy 
and articulate their grievances and 
fight against the modes of oppression 
and exploitation perpetrated on them 
(Balasingham 1983,30). The dedicated 
freedom fighter at some stage becomes 
a refugee. Women could be simultane- 
ously militants and refugees. Joining 
the freedom movement provides a 
chance for women to attain social 
emancipation and mobilization. As 
freedom fighters, they achieve a social 
status equal to men. 
The persecution of Tamil women in 
Sri Lanka enabled the LTTE to draw 
them into the insurgency movement. 
The LTTE has a separate fighting force 
of women. Akila, the leader of this 
force was supposed to be high in the 
LTTE hierarchy before her death in 
1996. Most of these "Freedom Birds" 
are in their teens. Encouraging their 
participation in the struggle for Eelam, 
the LlTE's commitment was to bring 
in radical changes in the lives and con- 
sciousness of women which they 
consider to be vital to their "social 
emancipation" (ibid., 30). The choice 
of militancy by some women and its 
relationship to refugee status becomes 
clearer. This was especially surprising 
because in comparison to other South 
Asian women, Sri Lankan women 
have had the advantage of high 
literacy rates and health status. 
Sri Lanka can also boast of two women 
as heads of states. It was obvious that 
despite the existence of a good 
welfare system, and the election of 
Srimavo Bandarnaike and Chandrika 
Kumartunge to the highest office of the 
country, most Sri Lankan women face 
discrimination in sociopolitical and 
economic spheres. The twelve women 
who sit in Parliament today are there 
as a result of the violent slaying of 
either their husbands or their fathers 
(Wickremtunge 1995, 11). Tamil 
women though confronted with 
different problems than their 
Sinhalese counterparts, also face the 
same discriminations (Jayawardena 
1986,109-36; Skjonsberg 1982,322-25). 
The Sri Lankan scenario confirms 
this even today where only two 
Tamil women have entered Parlia- 
ment and both of those by default. 
Rasamanohari Pulendran was elected 
after her husband was assassinated, 
and Ranganyagi Pathmanathen when 
her brother died. Both won due to 
sympathy votes. 
In conflict situations, women have 
always been considered part of the 
spoils of war. This has recently drawn 
attention of researchers again 
(Tetreault 1993; Gallin, Ferguson, and 
Harper 1995). Where women are con- 
cerned the most important issue in war 
is that of sexual violence. Women con- 
stituting 50 percent of the population 
and caught up in the Tamil struggle for 
Eelam were equal victims of this first 
wave of organized racial assault by the 
Sri Lankan state (Balasingham 1983, 
23). The Tamil women confronted with 
a conflict situation faced new chal- 
lenges. According to the LTTE, the tar- 
get of this ethnic violence were 
particularly women who "suffered the 
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worst forms of cruelty and indignity. 
Women have been the targets of the 
most vicious and hideous combination 
of racism and sexism-rape" (ibid., 
23). Rape in conflict situations is com- 
mon. Though under Sri Lankan law, a 
rapist can face up to twenty years im- 
prisonment, social condemnation of 
victims prohibits them from seeking 
legal justice. This is the case in even a 
non-conflict situation. The male-domi- 
nated judiciary see the victim of rape 
as having invited it upon herself and 
not worthy of special consideration 
(Wijayatilake 1992,31). 
There is no trauma worse than 
sexual assault for a woman. Women all 
over the world are targets of this of- 
fence and state boundaries do not 
change the way a woman feels. What is 
different is the way society accepts the 
victims of sexual violence. In many 
developing countries including Sri 
Lanka,..sexual violence is not only a 
personal trauma, but also has a social 
stigma attached to it. A woman vio- 
lated sexually becomes socially out- 
cast. It is not only the community 
which rejects her but also her husband 
and family. Rape victims are ostra- 
cized for life. This is much more among 
middle class or rich families. They hide 
the truth so that the young woman is 
saved from a life long imprisonment 
without walls. Tamil society has 
shown insensitivity towards women 
who have been sexually-abused dur- 
ing ethnic conflict (Hoole 1990, 318- 
19). The result is that non-recognition 
of the act of rape leaves the woman 
alone with a trauma. The rape victim- 
izes a woman; the society destroys her 
totally (ibid., 319). In fact, society in 
these countries blames the woman and 
not the oppressor, laying the blame at 
the door of the victim, thus reflecting 
the social structure where women's 
roles are always secondary. 
Rape was carried out against the 
Tamil women, not only by the Sinha- 
lese soldiers but also by the Indian 
Peacekeeping Force (IPKF) sent in 1987 
to Sri Lanka. Lt. General Depinder 
Singh, the overall commander of the 
IPKF in Sri Lanka, defending his men, 
refused to believe that Indian men 
would ever "go berserk to the extent of 
raping or killing women as it was 
against the Indian ethos and culture" 
(Bobb, Vankatramani, and Rehman 
1987, 38). Their pleas of innocence 
were upset when it was highlighted 
that Dhanu, the suicide bomber, who 
assassinated Indian Prime Minister 
Rajiv Gandhi, in 1991 had been pre- 
sumably raped by the IPKF. The IPKF 
like the LlTE also found in women a 
group ready to take to arms. These 
women together with other cadre 
members became targets of LTTE 
wrath. Consequently they joined the 
IPKF and its allied insurgent groups. 
The trauma of Indian atrocities com- 
mitted on Sri Lankan women were to 
leave their mark, as the killing by 
Dhanu demonstrated. 
Though being a woman has laid 
them open to sexual attacks, women's 
response to the war has not been only 
as followers in the insurgent move- 
ment. Uneducated women from Sri 
Lanka's lowest income groups braved 
the wrath of the militants, when inter- 
necine rivalry split the movement and 
brought violence into the lives of the 
Tamils themselves. In this battle itwas 
a group of women from the villages 
who used chili powder, knives and rice 
pounders to challenge the LTTE and 
other insurgent groups. The "natural 
defiance of the women from the lower 
classes remained a remarkable feature 
as opposed to the pliability of upper 
class women" (Hoole 1990, 92). 
Among the Sinhalese, a few women's 
organizations were formed which 
were a reflection of the situation pre- 
vailing in the country. Among these 
were the Mothers' Front, a movement 
of women protesting against the dis- 
appearance of their children (United 
Nations, Economic and Social Council, 
1991 E/CN.4/1991/SR.42: 16).Ithad a 
broad-based membership cutting 
across class and caste barriers and in- 
cluded women from both the urban 
and rural areas. A large membership 
enabled it toprotest vigorously against 
the atrocities committed by the state 
and the militants. The above vulner- 
ability and indomitable spirit of the 
Tamil Sri Lankan women was reflected 
in their behaviour in refuge. 
Refuge in India 
The Sri Lankan refugee women who 
arrived in India were under a dual 
burden-physical and psychological 
in nature. Many had been physically 
abused and had to face problems of 
exile. They were now faced with new 
challenges in a nation though ethni- 
cally the same, still foreign in many 
ways. The Sri Lankan Tamil is a fun- 
loving person, used to an open life- 
style. This is very unlike the life led by 
Tamil women in Tamil Nadu who live 
in a closed environment suppressed by 
family and society. The Sri Lankan 
women's open lifestyle caused misun- 
derstandings and they were com- 
pelled to choose the lifestyle of the host 
community. Their style of dressing 
had to undergo change. Clothes worn 
by Sri Lankan Tamil women were 
western dresses or a tight blouse and a 
sarong. In Tamil Nadu sarees among 
older women and half sarees (a smaller 
saree over a long skirt) among the 
younger women was the tradition. To 
escape censure for not complying with 
Tamil cultural norms, the Sri Lankan 
women had to change their style of 
dress to suit local conditions. They 
now dressed more circumspectly and 
walked with more inhibition. Men, in 
contrast, needed no such change. Har- 
assment of women in Sri Lanka, ac- 
cording to the refugee women was less. 
The Sri Lankan males extend more 
courtesy to women, and mixing with 
the opposite sex was not frowned 
upon. Widow remarriage was com- 
mon. 
In the camps, no discrimination in 
terms of sex is noticeable. A woman 
and frequently a single woman, takes 
over the role of camp spokesperson. At 
the same time, it cannot be overlooked 
that various structures of power exist 
in camps. The gender-biased power re- 
lation of the refugee as it existed in Sri 
Lanka continues in the camps. In addi- 
tion, the institution of refugee admin- 
istration extends the male-dominated 
structures into the camps. Women 
have to cope with familial and societal 
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patriarchalnorms, the new male domi- 
nation, and policies where refugees are 
stereotyped and programs are gender 
blind. Men continue to retain their 
dominant hierarchical position in ref- 
uge. This is despite their new economic 
roles where they have often lost their 
economic value. This loss has resulted 
in social problems, for example, they 
can lose control over their children. In 
all camps, the major burden of manag- 
ing the family falls on the women. Be- 
sides the usual daily activities which 
keep them busy, they trek long dis- 
tances to collect firewood. In some 
camps, there is no water, so they have 
to fetch water from a far. Some women 
do not approve of men helping in the 
households, though they themselves 
worked in the fields in Sri Lanka. It is 
therefore not surprising that they 
emerge as camp spokespersons, 
though not as camp leaders. Decision 
making still rests with the men. There 
is little change in attitudes among the 
older generation towards the patriar- 
chal system which prevailed in Sri 
Lanka. Some changes have occurred 
among the younger couples who share 
work. Joint decisions are made within 
the family, though the important deci- 
sions are always made by the men. 
Same women work outside the 
camps. Most of these women belong to 
the lower castes. The middle-class edu- 
cated Sri Lankan refugee men do not 
allow their wives to work outside the 
camps. It is not only a case of middle- 
class morality, but the fact that work is 
available mostly for daily wage la- 
bourers in the agricultural and indus- 
trial sectors. Those who are compelled 
to do this work, besides the lower 
castes, are female heads-of-house- 
holds who do not find the dole enougH. 
Some women do admit that they con- 
tributed much more to household ex- 
penses in Sri Lanka than they do in the 
camps. The majority of refugees be- 
longed to the agricultural and fishing 
sector. These occupations are depend- 
ent on family units pooling their re- 
sources where women played an 
important role. In India the economic 
roles are completely changed. The 
family as a unit in the camps does not 
exist most of the time. When it does, 
the family can no longer act as an eco- 
nomic unit as they have no lands, live- 
stock or boats of their own. They are 
only dependent on wage labour. 
Most women admit that the stand- 
ard of living in Sri Lanka they were 
used to was much higher. Their access 
and control to resources in exile is lim- 
ited. In recent years, although the use 
of women in refugee-organized wel- 
fare activities has increased and has 
given women an added advantage of 
meeting and discussing their prob- 
lems, the final decision making does 
not rest with them. This has been no- 
ticed even in camps where the women 
are in a majority. 
Fewer single women are found in 
the camps as the LTTE does not allow 
womenunder the age of twenty-five to 
leave Jaffna. These women according 
to the refugees are recruited into the 
insurgent forces. Several social prob- 
lems exist. Many of the refugee women 
have been raped. When questioned on 
the issue, they sidetracked, it but did 
not refute the fact that the acts were 
committed or that it bothered them. At 
the same, time their silence, in itself, 
was an answer to the trauma suffered, 
even if not by them directly, but by 
other women in their own community. 
As one woman quietly explained, it 
was a bondage among women which 
went above any other issue. They did 
not start the war but in their struggle 
for Eelam, women were paying a 
higher price than men. The women 
saw the sexual attacks as an organized 
effort by security forces to desecrate 
Tamils as reprisal for the part played 
by the men in the war effort. The fear, 
alienation and betrayal combined to 
make them take steps to flee to safety. 
Some fled for personal reasons but 
most were part of a spontaneous move 
by large numbers to escape the brutal- 
ity of security and armed forces. 
Teenage pregnancy has been among 
other issues worrying the refugees. 
Teenage pregnancy is a common prob- 
lem in the camps and support is pro- 
vided, again, only through the health 
workers. No special program is run for 
it. Due to lack of privacy in the camps 
children grow up earlier than normal. 
Stress among adolescents has also con- 
tributed to the increase. This has been 
particularly noticed in divided fami- 
lies. It has tobe kept in mind that many 
of the teenagers were either born in 
India in camps, or have spent their 
childhood there. Many have neither 
seen nor met their fathers or brothers. 
Forcing women into sexual relations 
by camp or Q branch (security branch) 
officials is the exception rather than the 
rule. The women have been protected 
by the host Tamil society, which per- 
ceives the desecration of Tamil women 
as a heinous crime and against the 
norms of Tamil culture. Prostitution, 
which does exist, is frowned upon and 
hidden, but does not meet as much dis- 
approbation as would otherwise be the 
case. The women pointed out that it 
was not due to economic reasons or 
boredom, but saw the act as a sort of 
waywardness of some young women. 
It was a revolt against their existing 
unnatural condition. 
The divorce rate among the younger 
people has been on an upward trend, 
reflecting the increasing social instabil- 
ity in their lives. More women are opt- 
ing for divorce than earlier. Breakup of 
families, and resultant problems in 
bringing up children in exile has con- 
tributed to the escalation. The women 
also saw it is a result of the detachment 
from cultural moorings. 
Psychological stress caused by sepa- 
ration among divided families is uni- 
versal. Stress is caused by lack of 
knowledge of the conditions, or 
whereabouts of those left behind, com- 
plicated by a guilt complex that they 
themselves are in safe conditions, 
while other members continue to live 
in daily danger. This situation has con- 
tributed to rise in violence in the 
camps. The women have been most 
affected by it. Many have left behind 
their husbands and sons. The grief of 
those left behind and the loss of sup- 
port from the extended families which 
they are used to, makes them ex- 
tremely vulnerable to psychological 
stress. It has also caused an increase in 
wife battering. Some refugee families 
have been divided among camps in 
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India. According to a Sri Lanican doe- 
tor, separation results in women be- 
coming excessively possessive in 
nature creating further stress in the 
family. 
Lack of social privacy has become a 
major problem for women in camps. 
Lack of bathrooms is a common fea- 
ture. Even birth of children in some 
camps becomes an open visual affair. 
It affects the adolescent women espe- 
cially who reach the stage of puberty in 
the camps. The puberty rituals, com- 
bined with lack of privacy in even 
washing sanitary cloth has escalated 
anxiety levels. Sanitary napkins are not 
supplied either by the government or 
the NGO's who work in the camps. In 
developing countries such as India 
where most of the local population 
lives below the poverty level these 
items are a luxury which only the rich 
can afford. Distribution of these by the 
government and NGO's would only 
create prejudices against the refugee 
population. The NGO's could as an 
alternate distribute cloth replacements 
and lay emphasis on sanitary infra- 
structure. 
Sociocultural continuity has been 
found among the refugees, with the 
woman as the main protector of these 
practices. Childhood practices of 
piercing of the girls' ears and taking 
the child to the temple on the forty-first 
day continue. Puberty rights continue 
though with great difficulty as there is 
no privacy in most camps. Isolation 
becomes difficult, as does giving of a 
ceremonial bath, but it continues nev- 
ertheless. Female genital mutilation 
continues among the Muslims, though 
kept as a secret. Marriages are usually 
arranged, though an increasing trend 
in self arranged marriages is notice- 
able. During marriages, matching of 
horoscopes continues. Dowry is either 
provided or promised on return to Sri 
Lanka. The inability of the refugee to 
pay dowry has created a social 
upheaval. Women refugees who be- 
longed to families, who could pay a 
dowry in Sri Lanka, have had to settle 
for lower class and out of caste my- 
riages. Marriages have also been 
delayed for this reason. Though the 
daughters ~IV given a dowry, they /will 
not have legal access to their pardnt's 
property on return to Sri Lanka. Some 
insist that caste is aforgotten factor,but 
even among the Vellalla Christians, 
caste divisions exist, and related cus- 
toms such as dowry and arranged 
marriages with matching of horo- 
scopes is a common practise. The u6ud 
dowry, ranges among the lower mid- 
dle classes from ten sovereigns (gold 
pieces), one to three acres of wet and 
dry land, to fewer number of sover- 
eigns and cash. These promises can 
mostly be fulfilled on return. 
Caste does not play a major role 
among the refugees as it does in Tamil 
Nadu. Confined spaces break down 
caste barriers in many ways. The Sri 
Lankan refugee woman, the conserva- 
tor of the cultural identity of the fam- 
ily, is confronted with hard choices in 
refuge. This is more so in Tamil Nadu, 
where the caste structures are rigidly 
stratified, and gender roles are defined 
by caste and not class. As long as the 
refugee stays in India and does not 
want to be a figure of ridicule by the 
local Tamils, she has to follow similar 
sociocultural practices. This creates 
further stress in a life already trauma- 
tized by war, violence and uprooting. 
The very young are trying to break 
away from these pressures, to forge 
ahead, and make attempts at social 
mobilization through education. Edu- 
cation has become the most important 
factor in their lives in exile. Access to it 
provides them a space to challenge 
both gendered and social roles. Since 
1991, after the assassination of Wajiv 
Gandhi by a Sri Lankan Tamil woman, 
this facility was withdrawn from 
camps. This constituted not only a con- 
travention of the Right of the Child but 
also acted as an obstacle in women's 
attempt at social mobility. 
The refugee women in the camps 
and outside the camps presented a pro- 
file of a community based on family 
values. Values were rooted in religious 
and social structures. The womeh ex- 
isted within this milieu and in exile 
could get protection much more easily 
when they enveloped themselves 
widhin the confines of a traditional 
value system. Thus, when immediate 
family members were left behind, the 
women could depend on community 
members. In spite of the extension of 
this system in exile, there has been a 
disruption of both women's social 
roles and social organizations. Despite 
being part of a similar ethnic milieu, 
they are stateless, escapees from their 
own homes leaving behind family and 
material possessions. In exile both 
these losses become important deter- 
minants of their identities. 
This transient life compels them to 
look at their future differently. Tom 
from their roots, they strive to keep 
themselves strong enough till they re- 
turn and nurture their lives, the com- 
munity and the state again. They see 
themselves as key figures in this future 
process, even though they recognize 
that they would not have the decision- 
making power equivalent to men. See- 
ing their men suffer both physically 
and psychologically, gives them the 
strength to fight and survive. Many of 
them try to hide their strength behind 
a veil of dependency so that they do 
not further impose psychological 
stress on their husbands by changing 
their socially defined roles. Protection 
of self respect and dignity of the family 
falls on the shoulders of the women in 
exile. 
The Government of India does not 
develop its plans keeping this majority 
refugee population in mind. Whatever 
planning is there, is for provision of 
essentials, such as food, shelter, and 
education. Specialneeds of women are 
nolt given any attention. The Sri 
Lankan woman in India play an active 
role in exile. She runs her household, 
keeps the family together and carries 
out all cultural functions. All this is 
done despite the extra pressure she has 
to work under, which men do not. 
Nowhere did the refugee women men- 
tion that their problems were related 
to their secondary status in society. 
This is an accepted fact. They did not 
expect the policy makers to pay atten- 
tion to their needs though they bear the 
major burden of work in the camps. 
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In 1992, the repatriation of the Sri 
Lankan refugees from India was initi- 
ated. In a reverse trend of refugee 
flows, men prefer to be repatriated 
before their wives and children. Thus, 
the large numbers of women repatri- 
ates who went later gave their reason 
as family unification. Women werenot 
sent as they face physical insecurity 
especially sexual harassment and rape, 
and children being taken into custody 
and killed. Many refugee women in 
India who refused to return, referring 
to the conflict situation, based their 
knowledge on the situation in Sri 
Lanka, through letters received from 
family members and friends. 
In the government-run prison-like 
barbed wire camps, women are in- 
creasingly found at the receiving end 
of violence in the camps, and have also 
been sexually abused in large numbers 
(Manushi 1995,3). The refugee women 
in India feel that the kind of attention 
that should be paid to their needs is an 
issue that needs to be addressed. This 
becomes difficult in a situation where 
disclosure of sexual abuse by the vic- 
tim becomes crucial. Where the pre- 
dominant dynamic underlying any 
disclosure is stigmatization, more so in 
the social context, and where igno- 
miny can be treated as licentiousness, 
strong deterrents to disclosure are in 
effect. Reported emotions are of fear, 
guilt, shame and anger, sometimes 
leading to suicide. As female virginity 
is equated to purity and virtue, the re- 
sultant trauma is augmented and any 
further inquiry can only aggravate the 
impact. The task becomes all the more 
difficult as patriarchal social arrange- 
ments ensure the continuation of 
power relations. In their perception, 
those in authority also tend to be insen- 
sitive to the question female dignity 
and security. The first step would be to 
sensitize the decision makers. 
Refugee women in India showed a 
concern for the large number of wid- 
ows in Sri Lanka, and the problems 
faced by them. Before the conflict be- 
gan, if a woman lost her husband, she 
would receive a pension if her husband 
had been a civil servant, or would be 
looked after by a grandson, both of 
whiah are not possible now. Though 
the Sri Lankan government has a pro- 
gram that pays compensation, espe- 
cially to women,-to widows or those 
who have lost grown sons, but "the 
cumbersome application process 
keeps many women from applying for 
or rekeiving the grants" (SEDEC 1993, 
8; Nksan 1996,27). 
Writing on the displaced and refu- 
gee Sri Lankan women, the editors of a 
gender periodical, Manushi comment 
that as refugees these women are the 
victims or potential victims of human 
rights abuses and acts of aggression. 
They suffer not only from loss of pro- 
tection from the government and so- 
cial networks, but also from loss of 
normal access to food, shelter and live- 
lihood (Manushi 1995,3). The women 
also told stories of the hardships faced 
in camps: of having to walk several 
miles for water, to bathe and wash 
their clothes, and the lack of privacy 
(SEDEC 1993,22; Nissan 1996,27). A 
human rights worker who described 
conditions as "abominable" also noted 
women's attempts to make it more 
"tolerable." According to her, each lit- 
tle enclosure testified to the efforts of 
the people, in particular the women, to 
maintain some semblance of 
"normalcy" in the midst of this envi- 
ronment of despair and deprivation 
(Ruiz 1994,12). At this stage of resettle- 
ment women are concerned with daily 
needs, and as women carry the burden 
of work within the camps, they felt that 
attention needs to be paid to their re- 
qu2ements. 
Conclusion 
The questions that confront the com- 
munity today are how can women's 
interests be incorporated in policy and 
how do women secure these, when 
natural support networks are de- 
stroyed as in Sri Lanka. The situation is 
aggravated by the stereo-typification 
of rdes and expected behaviour pat- 
terns, and there is very little change 
despite women's contributions and 
pemonal losses. Where gender even as 
an organizational element of humani- 
tarian assistance has been ignored and 
male-biased policies exist putting 
women into disadvantageous posi- 
tions, Sri Lankan women refugees and 
returnees searching for freedom and 
protection feel they get neither. The 
existing mechanisms for their protec- 
tion are not geared to their needs. It is 
not sufficient that countries sign inter- 
national conventions and national 
laws. States have to go beyond this if 
women refugees are to be protected. 
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